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cigarette, which threatened to go out. She was still sitting
at the piano, half-turned towards her brother, occasionally
touching the keys lightly with her right hand. The chords
merged softly with the simple, heartfelt words in which
the mother was giving expression to her feeling.
"Now I can say something about myself and about all
people, because—I begin to understand and I am able to
compare. Before, there was nothing to compare things to.
Everybody lives alike in our life. But now when I see
how other people live and remember how I lived—it's a
bitter thing." She lowered her voice. "Maybe I'm not put-
ting it just right, and maybe there's no sense in saying
it at all, since there's nothing new in it for you." There
were tears in her voice, but her eyes smiled as she looked
at them. "I want to open my heart to you," she said. "I
want you to know all the good, all the happiness I'm
wishing you!"
"We do know," said Nikolai softly.
She seemed unable to satisfy her yearning, and went on
telling them things that were new to her and incalculably
important. She told them about her bitter life and patient
suffering, speaking without rancour, but with a sardonic
twist of her lips. She unrolled the ribbon of grey days
that had made up her former life, recounting the
beatings she had received from her husband, mar-
velling at their inconsequential cause and her inability to
prevent them.
As they listened in silence, they were struck by the
profound meaning behind the life-story of one who had
been looked upon as little more than an aniftial, and who
had meekly accepted this appraisal of herself. It seemed
that thousands of people were speaking through her; all
that she had lived through was simple and commonplace—
as simple and commonplace as the lives of the vast ma-
jority upon this earth—and her story assumed the signifi-
cance of a symbol. Nikolai put his elbows on the table,
rested his head on his hands, and watched her through his
glasses with narrowed eyes. Sophia leaned back in her

